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Abstract
WORKING FROM THE OUTSIDE: DISCOVERING TRUTH WITHIN A MASK
By Rebecca Bernard, MFA
A Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2009
Major Director:  Dr. Aaron Anderson
Associate Professor of Department of Theatre
It is the purpose of this thesis to explore the different principles of mask
performance in modern theatre and the unique relationship it allows the actor to develop
with an audience.  The author uses exercises from her training experience with different
mask artists such as Teatro Punto, Familie Floz, Torbjorn Alstrom, and Marcello Bartoli.
These exercises document a process of training the body in preparation for the mask, how
to perform with mask, and how to connect with an audience.  The mask is used as a tool
to discover an engagement of work that activates both body and imagination of the
performer as well as the observer.
1 INTRODUCTION
Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he'll
tell you the truth.
~Oscar Wilde
Masks have existed throughout time in many forms, as an actual physical
covering of the face or an abstraction of character, allowing truth to radiate from
within.  The power of this mysterious covering and the impact of its use is a subject
often explored, and certainly used as a training tool for actors.  Still, masks are not
as frequently employed within performance.  If a mask is found as a successful tool
in discovering honesty and depth of humanity within an acting class, what potential
power could a masked performance have upon an audience?
I stumbled upon the power of masks while attending a training program that
focused on the introduction and immersion in physical theatre for acting students.
Since there are many definitions and uses/misuses of the term physical theatre I
will define it presently for my purpose as work that uses primarily the body and its
movement as a foundation for theatre.  Through this training program, in order to
activate the body, the mask was used as a tool to deprive actors of a communication
devise often relied upon: facial expression.  Different types of mask were used to
achieve this aim and through this pedagogical process I was introduced to several
2different styles of acting with a mask that transcended simply a training process.
Within this thesis I will explore the different principles of mask acting I discovered
throughout this work and the unique relationship it allows the actor to develop with
an audience.
What is a mask?
A mask is an object typically worn on a person’s face.  Its definition can be
likened to that of a persona, “a system of relations between the individual
consciousness and society, designed to make a definite impression upon others and
also conceal the true nature of the individual” (“Two Essays” 33).  Masks are a part
of many ancient traditions, both sacred and secular.  Sacred use of the mask took
place in a society where its transformative power was believed to be magic.  Used
in ritual ceremonies, it facilitated a rite of passage, invoking spirits upon an actor
needing a non-human face to travel beyond the realm of humankind.  The mask’s
main function within these culturally specific ceremonies was to serve as a vessel.
In secular traditions, a mask served as a means for entertainment and celebration.
Some of these traditions were once sacred and became secular throughout the years
as the beliefs of society changed.  There is a wealth of history and cultural
significance involved in the mask.  However, I will explore the contemporary,
secular use of mask, focusing on its expressive use as a theatrical device in modern
theatre.
3A mask has several different functions within our society.  Stepping beyond
the realm of theatre we can look at its practical and metaphorical uses.  Masks in
everyday life are above all used for protection.  A fireman places a helmet and
protective mask upon himself before running into a burning building.  Nurses and
paramedics wear respiratory masks before stepping into the room of a sick patient.
This protection can apply to a psychological and emotional level as well.  The
“mask” of a smile, or a forced neutral gaze when angered or undergoing emotional
turmoil can protect a person’s private struggles.  This protection is something that
has become a sort of training within our society; it is often considered uncouth to
show too much of our emotional struggles to those with whom we are unfamiliar.
In addition to this protection, the mask can serve as a way of disguise.  In order to
disguise oneself, determining characteristics need to be hidden.  These
distinguishing markings are foremost held in the face.  During Carnival, a festival
held in Venice, Italy beginning in the sixteenth century, married men and women
would masquerade in the squares. They would disguise themselves with masks so
that they could celebrate with a sense of freedom they would not have been granted
if recognizable.   At this festival great crowds of people from every station of life
mingled together, “great lords, marquises, lackeys, pages, rogues, honest and solid
bourgeois, pretty ladies, and adventurers of all kinds”  (Ducharte 109).  The mask
perpetuated a mischievousness and propensity towards play.
In contrast to the function of disguise, the mask also facilitates recognition.
This was most beneficial during street performances of the past, where the
4comprehension of a character’s face and costume allowed an audience member to
understand automatically a character’s background and personality.  In this sense,
make-up can be considered another form of mask: creatively decorating the human
face.  All of these practical functions: protection, disguise, recognition, and
decoration, create a ghosting effect when we see a mask upon an actor’s face on
stage.  In other words, the significance a mask serves in our daily life cannot be
completely eradicated when a mask appears upon the stage.
There are a number of different materials that a mask can be made out of.
In theatre training, Jacques Copeau, an influential French theatre director, producer,
actor, and dramatist, first used burlap bags to block out expression of the face
(1978-1949).  In childhood I remember making character masks out of a paper plate
and yarn.  Since then I have worked with masks made of paper mache, leather,
latex and fiberglass, neoprene (synthetic rubber) and wood.  Each material creates a
different impact.  All of these materials can be separated into two categories:
natural and manmade.  I have found that whether the mask is made of natural
materials or manmade materials can influence the type and depth of character.   A
material that is natural more likely has a story preceding its life before the mask.
For instance, in Bali it is tradition that a mask maker must return to the forest after
construction of a mask. He or she must make sure that the tree originally used as
material for the mask still survives.  If the tree is dead, the mask must be burned.
The maker must then start anew  (Alstrom Interview).   Even without this
knowledge, the connection of a mask to nature perhaps allows the audience to see a
5history and story before the mask.  This connection creates another layer to theatre,
allowing us to connect to something greater than ourselves.
Torbjorn’s Project
While apprenticing with the Swedish mask-maker, Torbjorn Alstrom, I was
able to follow the start of a personal project entitled Tales of a Mask (Alstrom 1).
Taking two different woods, birch and alder, Torbjorn created two different masks.
He then commissioned twelve different artists (dancers, musicians, actors, and
singers) from Scandinavia to work with the two masks as inspiration for an artistic
piece.  They were given free reign to create whatever they wanted, the only
stipulation being that the work must be shared in a public presentation that could be
filmed and included in a documentary film about the journey of the masks.  Using
the internet to find an audience, he invited spectators along as he documented the
story of not only the creation of the two masks, but also of the artists’
interpretations.  His intention was to investigate the concept of story, particularly
exploring the moment when a story with mask performance actually begins.  By
documenting the mask-making process and posting it on his blog, the
commissioned artists were able to see this pre-performance work.  Torbjorn wanted
to see if this knowledge would affect the artists’ stories produced upon delivery of
the masks.  There is an entry on Torbjorn’s blog in which he articulates this
question:
6How can the heritage of the piece of Alder tree I use add to the stories
created in this project? Amongst the Natives of North America there is a
strong belief that all masks created carry the spirits of their ancestors. Is this
knowledge enough to give us the sense of our ancestral spirits in the tree?
 
(Alstrom 2)
As a wood carver, Torbjorn stresses how important it is to establish three-
dimensionality in mask making.  The first step in woodcarving is locating the
spaces that should be concave and convex and establishing the basic shape of the
mask before expression actually arrives.  Torbjorn explains, “It’s like finding the
mask inside the wood—simple” (Alstrom Interview).   It was amazing to watch as
he held a chunk of wood in his hands and began to chop away free form.  This, he
explained, was the main difference he had found between Balinese mask making
and Italian leather making.  When he worked with Donato Sartorti, an Italian mask-
maker, every detail had to be explored before construction with the materials was
possible.  Weeks were spent sketching, weeks of sculpting, and weeks of making
wood.  Each process had to be incredibly specific and perfect before moving on to
the next step.   In the theatrical world, often this perfection and time is simply not a
possibility.  It becomes important, however, to achieve this type of quality once in
your life, so that you can decide what precision is truly important: what steps you
can “cheat” on and substitute, and what steps must be done.  While working with
Balinese master Ida Bagus Anom, however, the process was much different.
Students would sit for hours with the wood held tightly between their feet,
chopping away with little forced precision.  It was about “playing with the wood.”
7In this manner the student learned what worked and what did not through loose trial
and error.  “One must dare to let the axe dance.  Trust that it knows where to land.
The axe is what the sketch is for the designer.  It is the tool to find the basic
expression, the outline for the three-dimensional form.  By using the axe one avoids
the trap of going into refining expressions too early.  That work should come when
it’s time, not before” (Alstrom 3).
The material itself becomes inspiration for the mask-making process.  The
birch, a white wood, very soft to cut but hard when dried, automatically creates a
more masculine feel, inspiring broader features.  The other type of wood, Alder,
creates the opposite, inspiring more delicate features with its subtle wood grain.
While accepting the muse of the materials, Torbjorn is making a conscious choice
to stay somewhat neutral in his design.   He wants the masks to be extremely open
to the artists’ interpretations.  Already, the blog’s viewers have begun writing
online with their own stories inspired by the images of the masks, after following
Torbjorn’s process of construction and selection of material.
Here is a photo of The Masks:
             
Photo Credit: Torbjorn Alstrom
8CHAPTER 2
MASK AS SYMBOL
The presence of a mask is extremely symbolic.  A symbol is generally
classified as an image that helps us to reach a resolution when there is tension
between two opposites.   “The apprehension and interpretation of symbols lifts us
above the level of mindless drudges toiling incessantly at the task of
survival…reflecting our ideals and spurring us on to higher levels of existence.”
As a rule, energy is generated by a tension of opposites.  Like a photo, it is
impossible to capture the energy that allows a mask to become alive.  This is the
difference between two and three dimensionality (Alstrom Interview).  As an
inanimate object placed upon a living being, we directly see a struggle between life
and death.  The mask serves as the absence of a person, the death. (Durand
Interview)  Through energy and breath and certain techniques, this inanimate object
must be birthed to life.
“You don’t see something until you have the right metaphor to let you
perceive it” (Shaw 14).  In theatre the mask serves as a tool for expressing
metaphor.  A mask becomes an illustration of character.  This illustration in visual
form is an attempt to represent the essence of a character, which would be difficult
to describe or name.  Because a mask immediately gives an impression of what it is
representing, it relieves the burden of expressing or explaining.  The mask
9exchanges one symbol (language) for another, while channeling the energy of a
character.
One theatre form, known as Commedia Dell’ Arte, (at its height from 1550-
1750) used the symbol of the mask to connect to an even deeper symbology.
Through trial and error and an attempt at personifying characters that were
recognizable to its audience this theatre form developed “essences,” or stock
characters based on archetypes.   Last semester I studied under the direction of a
modern Commedia Dell’ Arte troupe whose aim focused on actively recreating
these archetypes.
What is Commedia Dell’ Arte?
Commedia Dell’ Arte originated in Italy during the late sixteenth century.
The term arte signified a trade or profession, literally translated ‘comedy of the
artists’  (Fava xvi).  Artists adopted this specific nomenclature in order to
differentiate themselves from amateur performers.  Only those recognized by a
certain authority were allowed to claim this title.  Its creation could be likened to a
trade union, which exists today protecting the artists’ rights in numerous ways.
Commedia dell’ Arte performers had the right to request protection from local
authorities if another troupe were to encroach upon their playing space.  Contracts
were signed to protect performers in any case of disability, and communal
ownership of the company’s horse was often written into contractual agreements
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(Rudlin 15).  The creation of Commedia dell’ Arte was above all a practical idea,
the selling of a spectacular product in order to yield a profit to assist in future
productions (Fava xvi).
Commedia dell’ arte began as a popular theatre form.  It differed from its
counterpart known as commedia erudita, a scripted performance usually enacted by
amateurs on indoor stages for the courts (Rudlin 14).  Instead of waiting for an
audience to come to them, actors of the Commedia Dell’ Arte positioned
themselves in strategic locations where they could take advantage of already
assembled spectators.  Publicly improvised on outdoor temporary stages in market
places or common piazzas, dell’ arte performances were risky endeavors.  It was
essential for the performance to move its audience from laughter, to tears, to
anything provided that it kept the audience’s attention. The actors’ livelihood
depended on this attention: if the audience did not support the performance, the
actors were not paid.  If the actors were not paid, at the end of the day they would
not eat.  This forced each performance to be with and for the people.  It has been
said that, “The first and last form of the theatre is a public performance” (Ducharte
24).  These performances were comedies, farces, parodies, and political satires.
Often their subject matter was derived from popular legends, myths, tales, ballads,
riddles, or superstitions from a certain cultural group (Garcia-Estevez 2).  This type
of theatre flourished in Italy where it was said that the theatre became “so popular
that most of the working men deprived themselves of food in order to have the
wherewithal to go to the play”  (Ducharte 19).
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Dialogue within a commedia script was always improvised.  A plot outline
previously decided upon by the troupe was positioned backstage in order to help
navigate a structure for the show.  When an actor’s ability to create dialogue failed
upon the stage, slapstick generally ensued.  These comedic bits, inserted into the
greater whole of the show are known as lazzi.  There are many theories as to where
the term lazzi derived from; the Tuscan word lacci which means ribbon, the
Hebrew expression latzon which means trick, or the Swedish term lat meaning
gesture, simply to name a few (Gordon 4).  These routines were meticulously
practiced in order to guarantee laughter.  Whether applicable to the scene presently
being performed, utilized as a resuscitation of a boring or dead scene, or simply as
an expected crowd-pleaser, lazzi were integral to commedia performances (Gordon
5).
Commedia’s extreme use of gesture and representation of plot through
action allowed shows to premiere in other countries.  Originating in Italy, the art
form’s popularity traveled throughout Europe quickly.  It was known for its “jovial
and crude naturalism,” vulgarity, and delightfully stylized costumes (Ducharte 22).
This “atmosphere of fantasy” was welcomed into Spain, Holland, Germany,
Austria, and especially France (Ducharte 22).  Soon after Catherine de Medici’s
invitation to France in the late 1500s, commedia troupes developed a love/hate
relationship with the country.  Despite popular appeal and an acceptance of
Medici’s invitation, the invited troupe was forced to depart on account of
Parliament’s harassments.  Representing a nationalistic attitude, Parliament
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stubbornly supported the Confreres de la Passion, a French theatre company
known for performing mystery and miracle plays, and would not allow foreign
competition.  Henri III tried again by requesting the presence of another troupe.
However, Parliament stood strong in opposition.  Finally official recognition was
granted to Italian troupes, but in 1697 performers offended Mme de Maintenon, the
“prudish” second wife of King Louis XIV, who consequently banned all Italian
troupes from coming closer than thirty leagues of Paris  (Ducharte 21).  After her
death, however, the Italians returned and began to reside once more in the Palais
Royal.  The style and delivery of commedia dell’ arte was much affected by this
connection with French court.  Characters were influenced by more formal dance
and music, adopting the writings of several French writers such as Mangin,
Boisfranc, and Brugiere de Barante (Ducharte 23).
Though resistance from the church and other authorities who considered
Commedia’s art blasphemous caused its progression to be a difficult journey,
performers constantly found ways to bypass censoring laws enacted upon material.
When dialogue upon the stage was banned entirely, a technique was developed
where each actor would deliver all text to the audience, passing focus to his/her
partner when not speaking. This back and forth motion enabled the actors to never
actually speak to one another, directing all verbal communication to the audience.
No dialogue was technically spoken upon the stage: only monologues.  This
technique later became known as ping-pong.  As authorities became aware of this
practice, another law was passed banning text altogether.  Still, performers found a
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way creatively around this regulation.  A form of gibberish was developed known
as grummelot, where performers would speak nonsense in a pretend language while
making their actions incredibly clear and still communicating their narrative.
Commedia continued to thrive in Italy.  Its construction of character
evolved based on different stereotypes within the country.  As each troupe traveled
from town to town, a representative type was created to honor its people.  It is
thought that through practice and experience, both actors and the public worked
together in narrowing and perfecting these different standardized characters
(Ducharte 19).  Performances consisted of a set of roles, of stock characters
conveyed through the wearing of mask and unique physicalization.  Their types can
be broken down into two sets.
The first set of commedia masks consists of higher status master roles.  The
main characters under this category are Pantalone, Capitano, and Dottore.
Pantalone, the miser, originated from Venice, the wealthiest and most
commercially minded city-state within Italy during the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries (Rudlin 91).  His lust for money equals his lust for women; however he is
so old and impotent that he has lost the ability to attract any of the female gender.
This loneliness leaves him isolated at the top of the world’s social structure.
Pantalone is often seen as an employer or father, managing his servants or dictating
orders to his children.  Capitano, a self-appointed military adventurer originating
from Calabria, is often seen in a different land than his own.  He is known as a
“local slob who passes as Spanish to make himself seem more impressive,” (Fava
14
118) his mystique enables him to flaunt high status, of which he is often
undeserving.  Easily deflatable, he is a boasting figure constantly attracted to
women.  At the heart, however, he is a coward.  Dottore, originating from Bologna
where Italy’s oldest university may be found, specializes in everything, though his
knowledge may be slight (Rudlin 101).  He is overblown in speech as well as
weight, while never understanding himself as the butt of any jokes.  In layman’s
terms: he is an old windbag.
   
       Pantalone                           Capitano                             Dottore
Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
An upper class could not exist without its counterpart, the lower class.
Comprising the second set of commedia masks are the servant masks generally
referred to as zanni.  Within this set there are different types, including the
character Zanni, Arlecchino, Brighella, Columbina, and Pulcinella.  Zanni comes
from Bergamo, a peasant who is forced to move to Venice in order to obtain work.
He is the lowest of the low, characterized by quick movements and loud vulgar
noises (Rudlin 68).  Also born in Bergamo, Arlecchino is the ultimate trickster.
Bearing a red dot upon his forehead, which is rumored to be the remainder of a
devil’s horn, some refer to Arlecchino as the “little devil.”  Filled with energy the
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servant Arlecchino often causes confusion with his playful persona (Rudlin 76).
He is clever, but not intelligent.  In contrast Columbina, the main female servant, is
the most intelligent servant of all.  She is a lusty maid who performs onstage either
masked or unmasked.  Her position is subservient to the female lover, or
inamorato, who drives the play.  Clever and considered a spectator herself, she
creates an alliance with the audience, influencing much of the story as it unravels
(Rudlin 129). Brighella  considers himself the boss of all servants.  He is from Val
Brembana, or the upper city of Bergamo.  A jack-of-all trades; he is never a victim
and always maintains his status (Rudlin 84).  Brighella is cunning and deceitful.
He lacks a set of morals as opposed to being downright evil.  Continuing in this
same vein we have Pulcinella.  An everyman originating from Napoli, this
character, derived from the chicken, is one of the most difficult to describe.  He is
cunning and clever, while lazy and indifferent, and takes great pleasure in
bloodshed.  Though domesticated, he lacks the capacity to receive human kindness
(Rudlin 141).
        
          Brighella   Arlecchino       Pulcinella
Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
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While each of these characters originated from a specific town in a specific
country, there is a reason they have remained a part of theatre today.  These
personas are very much part of a deeper connection.  Their roots lie within
archetypal groupings.  “Inner guides that have been with us since the dawn of time”
(Pearson 5).  Absorbed through recurring images in art, literature, myth, and
religion, archetypes have existed timelessly and universally.  They radiate as a form
of energy, a psychological connection available within all.  Academically,
archetypes have been described as “invisible patterns in the mind that control how
we experience the world.”  In a way these archetypes could be seen as shards
scattered throughout our psychological make-up, residing within each of us and
creating full human potential within ourselves (Pearson 7).
Our psyche has an affinity for certain images, responding to what we
repeatedly encounter (Enwyk 21).  Even at birth we perceive in categories and thus
arrange these images into patterns. This phenomenon can be likened to the idea of a
magnet on the opposite side of a piece of cardboard drawing metal filings to itself.
A power field becomes revealed by what is “caught” in it, and as with a magnet,
only certain things are attracted or fall into those categories.  The more we perceive
and experience, the more we encounter that share these particular dynamics and
add to the categorizations.  “In short, the more we notice something, the more
recognizable it becomes”  (Enwyk 22).  This is why when attending a commedia
performance we see ourselves, or others we know.  We recognize elements,
characters, historical figures, and expressions, all of the human form.  For it is
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undeniable that as a human, our minds share similar genetic material that causes us
to think in similar ways, at least more than any other species (Enwyk 22).
Becoming a unity of past and future elements of the common people, the masked
characters, or archetypes, appear as “social and sexual liberation against taboo and
ethnic liberation in the form of cultural expression from the common people”
(Garcia-Estevez 2).  The archetypes present within the characters of Commedia
Dell’ Arte are only a small percentage of the many archetypes in existence.
Accessing Archetype
“The archetype represents a profound riddle surpassing our rational
comprehension, expressing itself first and foremost in metaphor”
(Jacobi 31)
Last September I became an intern with a company based upon the popular
tradition of Commedia Dell’ Arte.  Founded in Paris in 1998, the company, called
Teatro Punto, is comprised of members from Italy, England, Ireland, Switzerland,
France, Holland and Spain.  By combining different cultures, languages, and
ideologies, its work aims to find a common link among the popular tradition and
power of mask (Punto 1).  Headed by Carlos Garcia Estevez, a student of the Lecoq
School in Paris who went on to conduct extensive research in mime, body
mechanics, structural forces of the mask, and the tragic depth of commedia; this
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company works to actively recreate the archetypes of Commedia dell’ Arte and its
living theatre form.
Commedia Dell Arte’ has a strong history and today presents one
fundamental problem: the only knowledge we have of the theatre, and what little at
that, is found in historical documents.  Modern presentations tagged under the
genre are often referred to as “museum theatre.”  This is due to the fact that there
exist many historical interpretations of what is thought to have been Commedia
Dell’ Arte.  Several teachers have prescribed stagnant postures and repeat scenarios
as part of the theatre form, which remain pigeonholed in a time period and subject
matter that no longer relates to the present day.
For this reason when Teatro Punto uses the masked characters of Commedia
Dell’ Arte to perform, the entire history of Commedia is deliberately forgotten in
order to explore the power of the archetype and mask.  Interest lies in what can
presently be produced from these archetypal roots.  Active research is conducted
through performance and improvisation.  In this research, the names of the
characters relating to the archetypes (Pantalone, Dottore, Arlecchino, etc.) are
forgotten, giving the actor the freedom to make their own discoveries and
associations.  Though an archetype goes beyond our normal sphere of interaction
and connects to a broader image, it is important that the discoveries of the actor are
recognizable in the everyday.  This is because the mask already serves as metaphor.
As the actor places the mask on their face, and turns toward the audience, this
metaphor becomes apparent.  Upon sight of the mask, a recognizable form, the
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connection changes from the action of an individual to the representation of human
behavior of that role (Fava xiv).  The mask then is larger than life, reaching out to
depict the universal.  If the actor’s behavior were to follow in this same direction,
its impact would be lost upon an individual’s perception of the performance in the
here and now.  Therefore, through specificity and the creation of modern day
characters, an audience is able to connect and identify themselves or others with the
archetypes they are observing.  Furthermore, the actor is able to bring truth and
humanity to a common theme.
Exploration can only commence with a sudden plunge.  A student turns
away from the audience, places a mask upon their face, and begins searching for
the mask’s body and voice placement.  As soon as the student turns around donning
this mask, their role becomes immediately clear to the audience.    Certain
physicalities and vocal choices support the archetype, allowing it to come alive in
front of the audience.   In this first phase of exploration, however, students often
impose themselves upon the mask.  They force the mask to behave in a certain way,
trying to “do” activities unrelated to the mask.  The difference between imposing
and allowing the mask to live is one of the most difficult concepts to grasp.  It is the
difference of creating a character, and being a character.  “When you think you or
anything you say is more important than the mask it kills you” (Schuller).  The
mask, which has a determined nature, is non fictitious, and with its own autonomy
originates all of the action (Garcia-Estevez 2).  In other words, a character already
exists without the need of an actor to force or manipulate the mask into being.
20
Support of the structure is all that is necessary.  This structure, when sustained,
creates a framework for all actions.  Psychological play does not work for the
mask.  Only action enacted in a free space and developed from human reality is
recognizable to the audience.
Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
Improvisation with Capitano Mask
This exploration of the archetype is a process of trial and error.  Throughout
these mask improvisations, a facilitator must be leading the actor, giving careful
guidance.  It is important to explain that whatever direction is given is direction for
the archetype, not the actor.  Each direction should be followed using a concept of
“yes, and...” the most effective formula for improvisation.  According to “yes
and…” the actor agrees with a situation presented by the facilitator, and then adds
to the situation so that the scene can build into a state of discovery.  The situations
and suggestions should be organized into a mix of questions and statements,
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causing the actor to learn from the reactions and emotions the “archetype” brings
out of them.  To tell the students how to perform the exercise would cause concern
about right and wrong, limiting the depth of personal discovery.  Using the concept
of via negativa advice is given.  Grotowksi describes this term as not “a collection
of skills but an eradication of blocks” (Grotowski 17).  It is the teacher’s office to
aid in this process, stripping away habits and actions that do not support the mask
until the actor has found the “essence” of the archetype.
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CHAPTER 3
PREPARATION FOR A MASK
There are several other steps that must come before this moment of sudden
plunge and improvisation.  Learning how to work with a mask is a process, one that
should begin first without mask.  The work should be executed in a way that actors
feel safe and comfortable taking risks—the spirit of play, though also precision,
should always be present.  Since the work obscures our usual lens of
communication, the face and its expression, it forces a different form of
communication to be explored.  The body becomes the equivalent of the face and
must assume all expression.  For this reason, it is essential that training begin with
the actor becoming acquainted with his/her own body.  Awareness of self,
awareness of space, and a development of impulse are all fundamental lessons.
These can be discovered before even touching a mask.
Beginning Play
First and foremost, however, the work must begin with a loss of the ego,
and a concentration upon play, that vague concept often found within an escape
back to childhood memories of secret codes and being chased by fantastical
creatures.  Le jeu, a term often used by Jacques Lecoq in his teaching, refers to this
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spirit of freedom and involvement in the game.  It supports a journey into the
dynamics of colors, words, and passions while attempting to discover abstract,
essential principles prevalent in all lived experience (Leqoc 29).  “Why?” the leader
of Teatro Punto would often ask.  “Because you are alive.”   There is an infinite
number of games that may be enacted to achieve this spirit of play, the only
stipulation being that the game excite imagination and trigger an active reaction.
The goal is to achieve “freedom from the time-lapse between inner impulse and
outer reaction in such a way that the impulse is already an outer reaction”
(Grotowski 16).
A good principle may be established even before beginning to play by
walking around the space, keeping eyes on the horizon, “out of yourself”
(VanBeurden Interview).  Contrary to many American teachings, which support the
occurrence of internal discovery by performing exercises such as psychological
recall and emotional memory, this new pedagogy believes true discovery is
achieved externally.  By reacting to the world outside, the interior is automatically
revealed with no need for manipulation (Lecoq 19).  Keeping eyes out allows
actors to be present not only to those around them, but also to the space.  Though
the actors have not even begun to work with audience, the knowledge that the work
is done with and for the audience is constant.
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Sample Exercise
Credit: Carlos Garcia-Estevez
The class stands in a circle.  A stick is introduced to the circle.  It must be passed
parallel to the floor around the room from person to person.  As the stick moves
around the room a ball is introduced to the circle.  It is thrown to one person, who
throws it to another, who throws it to another.  The stick continues to circle around
the room.  Another ball is introduced to the circle, and another, and another.  The
class begins to sing a song that has been taught before the beginning of the
exercise.  Now a kiss is passed in one direction around the room.  One last factor is
added in.  If you make eye contact with someone within the circle, you may switch
places with him or her.
Remember though—the stick must continue to move throughout the entire exercise,
it is first priority!
Objective:
The purpose of this exercise is to test the limits of a student’s ability to multi-task
while learning to not drop the most important part of the game—the storyline
(represented by the stick).  How many different activities can a student juggle while
maintaining the game?  By challenging the student they begin to react and perform
more tasks than they ever thought possible.  This game causes a high adrenaline
rush when the tasks continue to multiply.  The ridiculousness presented by this
provokes a strong sense of play.
The strength in this game lies not only in the objectives it proposes.  The
impossibility factor of actually getting this exercise right proposes a challenge to
the actors to continuously aim for a greater and greater success rate, while coming
to terms with the reality that they will most likely fail in every sense of the word.
The most effective exercises inciting play are those that allow actors to succeed and
to fail, realizing that to fail is almost as much fun as winning.  This may prove to be
the hardest lesson to learn.  In a society where more value is often placed upon
product than process, our educational system has been structured as one that
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stresses point systems and letter grades.  We are groomed to aim for the “right”
answer, regardless of how it is discovered.  Here each failure is as interesting as
each success, and it is the struggle between the two that becomes invaluable.
Training the Body
Once a necessary attitude for the work has been developed, our instrument
must be trained.  For as Peter Brook so aptly put it, “An untrained body is like an
untuned musical instrument—its sounding box is filled with a confusing and ugly
jungle of useless noise that prevents the true melody from being heard” (Brook).
A strong technical basis must support the engagement necessary for use of
the mask.  This begins with isolation work.  By separating and exercising control
over distinct body parts, the idea is to then be able to combine action into a
cohesive whole  (Garcia-Estevez 1).   The body is grounded and propelled by its
center, using the pelvis as a foundation for all movement.  In a society where 7% of
all human interaction involves text and the rest body language, an actor who is able
to access the entire body as communication will be able to reach a larger percentage
of people within their performance (Anderson and Becker 4).  We are often not
aware that our physicality is constantly communicating information to those who
observe us.  Teatro Punto begins each workshop by standing in a circle.  “What do
you have in your hands?”  Carlos will ask.  “Are you waiting for something?  Who
are you, Peter Pan?”  All of these questions are demanded, yes to shake the actors
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out of their comfort zone, but more importantly to draw an awareness to the stories
being communicated by our own physicality.  This can be a freeing thought: by
focusing on outward shape and expression of the body complete control can be
granted over what you want to communicate.  For many this presents a new
awareness, similar to learning to walk for the first time.
Awareness of the Body
There are two ways to approach harboring this awareness of the body.  The
first is by identifying and acquainting each actor with their own physical habits and
tendencies “-isms”.  Neutral masks are often used in this portion of the learning
process. By blocking out the face with a neutral expression, the “-isms” of an actor
become blaringly clear.  It is the intention of this approach that by becoming
informed, the actor can control, or neutralize these tendencies.  In this practice,
observation becomes an incredibly useful tutor. Watching the natural movements of
fellow actors can help highlight traits often mirrored in the self.
Here is an exercise developed with this aim:
Partner Work
Credit: Katrien Van Beurden
Designate a person (A) and person (B).  (A) begins to walk around the space in
their normal step while (B) observes closely from the side.  After enough time has
passed (A) stops and finds a position where (B) meets them.  (A) drops the head to
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the chest and rolls down by the waist, until their back is relaxed and arms hang
loosely by the floor.  (B) begins to massage their back by cupping both hands and
pounding them lightly.  Through all of this activity (A) remains hinged over and
relaxed.  (B) moves down to the legs, and then begins to massage the arms as if
kneading  dough.  The entire aim of this portion of the exercise is to release any
unwanted tension of partner (A).  Next (B) moves to the back of (A)’s ankles to
locate the Achilles tendon.  Placing their fingers at the top of this area (B) gently
squeezes in a downward sweep, releasing any tension held in this often-neglected
spot.  (B) helps (A) return to a standing position.  By placing their fingers at the
base of (A)’s spine, (A) begins to roll up slowly, following the fingers of (B) which
are climbing up vertebrae by vertebrae along their spine until (A) is in a full
standing position.  (B) readjusts any alignment issues that (A) may have,
positioning the pelvis and lifting the head.  Lastly (B) places their hands on (A)’s
sternum brushing out as (A) exhales and lifts up into the fingers of (B).  (A) begins
to walk around the space again while (B) observes.  Increase speed.  The walk of
(A) becomes a jog.  It continues to increase into a sprint.  Have (A) explore leaping
and running around the space, allowing interactions to happen between other (A)s
completing the same action.  After the exercise has reached a peak, gradually
decrease the tempo until (A) returns to a normal walk and then reaches stillness
next to their partner.
Engage the group in a discussion, asking (B) what they observed of their partner
(A).  What changed—what was their posture like in the beginning, what happened
when they began to walk again?  Did any of this change while escalating to a run?
After everyone has had a chance to speak switch, allowing partner (A) to begin the
process again by observing (B) as they walk around the room.
Objective:
This exercise is designed to help the actor observe and recognize a state of
readiness and alignment in themselves and others.  The objective is to first identify
their “-isms,” and second discover a difference between their original posture and a
neutral alignment.  The goal is to not find only one static way of movement, but an
alignment that is constantly changing and ready.
The second approach used in releasing actors of “-isms” employs exercises
that force the actor to find the most efficient form of movement.  This can be done
by increasing speed or intention.  By finding economy of movement, the realization
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occurs that it actually takes more time to slouch, cross your arms, keep the body’s
weight on one hip, etc.  In this way it is more effective to “do” than to “not do.”  By
appointing an objective, actors focus on accomplishing a task that achieves the
same result as, for instance: not slouching.  Here is an example of this type of
exercise:
Changing Places
Credit: Carlos Garcia Estevez
Game Rules:
The entire class stands in a circle.  They look around the circle to make sure
everyone is ready.  One person (A) begins by making eye contact with someone
else (B) in the circle.  By making eye contact (A) is asking for permission to take
(B)’s spot.  (B) confirms, and (A) comes towards (B) in the circle.  Meanwhile, (B)
scans the circle.  (B) makes eye contact with someone (C), and after gaining
permission, precedes to his or her space before (A) claims it.  Now (C) must scan
the circle for a new place to go, etc…
Modification #1:
The actors attempt this exercises in whatever physical position they find
themselves.  After mass chaos ensues, stop the game.  Now ask them what position
they must be in to leave their feet upon the ground and still be able to see exactly
who is passing the focus at each moment throughout the game.  The game now
becomes one in which their entire body must follow the actions that are occurring
within the circle.  By forcing economy of movement, the actors automatically drop
a number of their “isms”.
Modification #2:
The odds are that the game is still being performed incredibly sloppily.  Confusion
exists as to who needs to find a new space, and where the actor who “thinks” they
have gained permission is going.  Stop the game again.  Propose a series of
questions:  “Where do I want to go in the circle when I change places?”  This
causes specificity in decision-making.  A spot on the floor in the center of the
person you are changing places with is determined.  “Then how do you gain
permission?”  By making eye contact (an honest connection that is recognized by
the other and only the other person) with the person you want to move towards.
“Now how do you move from your spot?” Newton’s third law of motion is
introduced here.  “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.”
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Therefore in order to move forward, you must first move back.  Activating this law
of movement creates a clear physical cue for the person who must now move out of
their space to allow you to take theirs.  As the pace of this exercise becomes
escalated, the actor becomes thankful for these scored movements, which make
their actions clear and precise and able to follow.
Objective:
This exercise requires extreme focus and concentration and is unable to be
performed if the body is not fully engaged.  By giving the actors concrete actions
and a specific score of movement, the exercise indirectly strips their bodies of
movements and postures that are not effective and helpful in an extreme situation.
Involuntarily, the actors drop into their center and are using their entire body,
feeling first hand the difference of actual engagement and how it affects their tasks.
Geometric Work
After finding this access to the body and becoming aware of the tools we
possess for communication, the next step is training the ability to articulate these
actions.  One step in finding this articulation can be through geometric exercises
aimed at finding the pure or human form devoid of complicated emotional and
physical states.  Incorporating straight lines and angles, the exercises are designed
to experience “a clean slate, or a painter’s white canvas onto which color can be
applied” (Garcia-Estevez 1).  For the actor color can be described as a combination
of feeling, emotion, and atmosphere. Beginning with a line, move it throughout the
body.  There are limited options.  The body can move horizontally, vertically, or
diagonally.  Actors may hold onto a stick to observe the actions it takes through
space, then mimic its movement in their bodies.  While perfoming these exercises,
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each action must have a clear beginning and a clear end.  This is the start of
articulation.
Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
Motion of the body can be examined through the mechanics of pushing and
pulling.  Here we begin to learn that certain forces are at work throughout the body
and help to project it through space.  There are three different ways to push and
pull.  First, an object can be pushed or pulled through space.  Next, the body can
push or pull itself through space.  Lastly, the body is pushed or pulled through
space by an outside force.  This differentiation in energy levels can be equated to
what Patsy Rodenburg refers to as first circle, second circle, and third circle energy.
These different levels describe three basic movements of energy:
1) First circle energy, where energy is drawn towards the self.
2) Second circle, where energy moves in two directions: taking in and giving
out.
3) Third circle, where energy is pushed out into the world.
(Rodenburg xiv)
While learning how to push and pull an object through space, lessons in mime
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begin.
Mime
A mime above all is an actor.  Each movement is a journey from one
emotional state to another, discovered in the relationship between the actor and
space surrounding them (Garcia-Estevez 1).  Using gesture to replace words, a new
language is discovered. (Lecoq 100).  Objects are created out of thin air using
symbolic gestures supported by hand movements and an attitude of the body.
Because it is an art that takes years to master, a lot of poorly executed mime exists.
However, even if an actor is never to use mime in an official production, trying to
tackle the skill and specificity of the form is an incredibly helpful practice.  It
provides the actor with a challenge of having to decipher where the body should be
arranged in space to convey complex meanings above and beyond him or herself.
The most important concept in mime is establishing a point fix.  A point fix is a
place in space where there is no motion, but motion around the fixed point
highlights its existence (Lecoq 89).  This fixed point creates the articulation
necessary in an audience’s understanding of what the mime is trying to
communicate.
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Classroom Introduction to Mime
Credit: Marcello Bartoli
Stand in a circle.  One person begins to create an object through action.  It could be
blowing a bubble out of gum, opening an umbrella to keep out the rain, etc.  The
object and action must be extremely clear.  After the action and object is
completed, the object is passed to someone else in the circle.  That person uses the
object that has been passed to them, to show an understanding of the object, and
then changes it to something else.  It is important that the actors do not indicate or
illustrate what the object is, but use it as if it was in its actual form. If the object is
not clear at any point it can be passed back to the originator to clarify.
Objective:
To learn specificity of action and fixed point and discover the line between
indicating and illustrating.  Even though the actor is not speaking, there is a danger
of overemphasizing and commenting on what is happening that becomes
indication.  This work becomes a delicate balance of learning how much is needed
to show and not tell the action necessary to communicate a story.
Different types of mime (when successful) use gesture in a way that travels
beyond everyday usage and develops a rhythm entirely of its own. White
pantomime directly translates language into gesture.  Here a different logic must be
developed where syntax is altered to stress clarity of meaning and economy of
movement.  Another type of mime is known as figurative mime.  In this form the
actor uses his or her body to represent architecture as opposed to words.  Their
physique represents a door, or other objects to visually create a sense of space for
the audience.  Cartoon mime, on the other hand, emphasizes the creation of mood.
Gestures are used to cultivate the feel of shadows in a dark cave, or a flicker of
light at the end of a tunnel, anything to develop the individual expression of a
scene.  I once saw a full length mime production inspired by Kurosawa’s film
“Seven Samurai.”  It was likened to the cartoon “Looney Tunes” because of its use
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of rapid antics and physical interpretations of actions (ex: anger represented by
steam.)  Lastly, a form of mime which consists of all of the above elements is
story-telling mime.  Alternating between gesture and storytelling, the storyteller
utilizes these languages to help paint a picture of whatever tale he/she is trying to
convey (Lecoq 101).  It is said that this practice developed during the performance
of an artist who, after losing his voice after granting too many encores, resorted to
mime while a slave recited his lines (Ducharte 25).
Storytelling Exercise
Credit: Carlos Garcia-Estevez
Select two volunteers.  The object of the game is to tell a story.  Any story.  The
only problem is that only one person may be talking at a time.  Whenever one
person is telling their story, the focus of the other must be completely on them.
However, whenever the person pauses (even in the middle of a sentence) within
their story, the other person may begin telling theirs.  This creates a sort of ping-
pong effect, as a battle of attention and story-telling commences.
In the heat of this battle, order the actors to continue the battle and the story-telling,
only by using gibberish, or grummelot (a pretend language, sounding of specific
nationalities).  This will in most cases create confusion, but once understood that it
is ok to fail at their language—that they are expected to use their imagination and
simply invent a language--the battle should become even more heated.
Interject:  Does the audience (in this case the class) still understand what story the
actors are trying to communicate?
Objective:
To force actors to find organic gesture which aids in telling a story.
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Breath and Rhythm
Throughout all of these exercises mentioned earlier, whether basic
geometric work or mime, emphasis is placed on the breath and the freedom of
imagery, so that stretching and expanding the body does not simply become a
“gymnastic exercise.”  Articulation starts within the breath.  Breath of course is
needed to support life, yet it also helps to regulate duration of movement and
support emotional states of being (Garcia-Estevez 1).  Breath training is one of the
most crucial aspects in acting, if not the most crucial (Garcia-Estevez 1).
Organically the process of breath walks us through important aspects necessary in
drama.  The continuation of breath is the continuation of thought.  As we inhale,
our body expands to a point where it has reached full capacity and metaphorically
climaxed.  Exhalation marks the decline of movement, returning to a state of calm.
This pattern is also apparent in the process of acrobatics.  The rise and fall of the
actor’s body through tumbling and other acrobatic movements not only follows this
journey, but also teaches an important lesson of risk.  Freeing the actor as much as
possible from the force of gravity, it instills a great confidence in the actor and an
ability to “jump” within a character’s emotional life.
Different patterns of breath create a base for different rhythmic variations in
an actor.  These variations can be internal or external.  For instance: a sharp intake
of breath will create a different rhythm in the body than a long drawn exhale.  This
rhythm will also create a different emotional response in the actor’s internal
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thought pattern.  Externally, an observer will see a distinctive story based on this
breath pattern and rythmic adjustment.  Work of this nature can be understood by
layering it onto a repeated action. By experimenting with different variations the
difference in story and emotional states can be observed.  For example, there is a
famous mime exercise known as the Duck.  With the Duck, an actor pantomimes a
series of rhythmic movements which describes an event of rowing a boat, hunting a
duck, and celebrating its kill.  This exercise is also found in Meyerhold’s study of
biomechanics.  By practicing and assuming poses, gestures, and movements,
Meyerhold argued that an actor’s physical state was connected to his or her
emotional state. The training method that he developed focused on the actor’s sense
of him/herself (Zarilli, McConachie, Williams, and Sorgenfrei 338).  By practicing
the Duck the actor not only focused on specificity of gesture, but on understanding
the emotional impacts the use of different rhythms can create.
These variations enable an actor to bring life to a scene that may be
extremely technical.  While it is important to focus on geometric work, fixed point,
and mime, if the work loses its sense of play and excitement for the actor, it will
certainly lose its jeu for the audience.  A fun way of finding new rhythm is by
adding music to an action onstage. An actor can sing a song internally, allowing
their movements to be influenced by this piece.  For example:
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Cooking Exercise
Credit: Carlos Garcia-Estevez
1) Pick a particular dish.  Recall how it is made.  Break down all of the physical
elements that occur while putting this dish together.  Where are your ingredients
stored?  Do you need to reach along a diagonal to a shelf that holds the pans? Are
you pulling other ingredients out of the fridge?  Try to hone in on each action
specifically defining its many beats.
2) Have the actor make their dish in front of an audience.  Allow them as much time
as they wish to complete the recipe.
3) Have another actor outside of the playing space sing a song.  If possible this song
should be a song that the actor performing does not know, or that is in another
language.
4) Allow the actor who is performing time to internalize this song.
5) Have the first actor repeat their recipe, singing the song to themselves as they cook.
6) Observe the changes in performance.
Objective:
This exercise has several objectives.
• It serves as a mini lesson in composing—the actor must first learn how to arrange
the body in space: not exceeding its limits, yet extending actions in a way that is
projected.
• It allows practice of mime and fixed point.  Action must be articulated so the story
is communicated.
• It helps to understand how rhythm effects performance by taking an external
rhythm (formed by the other actor’s song) and making it internal.
Character Work
After the actor has become aware and in control of their own physicality in
order to call on it to display specific intentions, the process moves on to navigate
different tools helpful in character developement.  It is important, while creating
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character, not to play to one’s own personality.  If a character is geared too closely
to oneself, the image that is being carried to a spectator through the theatre is harder
to project (Lecoq 61).  This, of course, is different from film work, where actors are
working on a different scale.  While creating character, not playing to personality
does not mean that an actor does not play to emotional truth.  There is danger in
making something “bigger” and empty (Torbjorn Interview).  In order to help
combat creating characters that are “empty or cliche,” the actor may learn certain
concrete tools.
The art of transformation becomes a key element to character work.  This is
why finding a neutral body stripped of “-isms” is extremely important groundwork
for this next step—if neutral has not been achieved prior to moving on to character
work, a complete transformation cannot occur.  There will always be some
pervading characteristic of the actor that is uncontrollable in the work.  Here is an
exercise designed to support manipulation of the body into unrecognizable shapes
and forms.
Who are you?
Credit: Carlos Garcia-Estevez
Have everyone begin the game with a blindfold.  Move around the space.  Bring the
participant’s awareness to how their body is moving and holding itself without the
aide of vision.  The object of the game is to identify the other people in the space.
By feeling their energy, and stance try to identify everyone you come in contact
with.  When you have identified someone whisper his or her name.  If you have
correctly identified the person, they must take off their blindfold and step out of the
circle.  The game continues until only one person is left in the circle.
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Step #1:
You can continue to play this game by allowing those who have been identified to
re-enter the circle.  This causes participants to actively keep changing their body
positions in space, disguising or “masking” their identity.
Objective:
To actively transform physical characteristics that are identifiable.
Articulation Points
To create concrete differences of character, different points of articulation
can be explored.  A point of articulation is a point upon the actor’s body that will
lead them through space.  Other terms such as center or attitude have been used to
describe this point, though these can become confusing since their definitions
contain dual meanings.   By geometrically involving the body in an undulation,
these points of articulation can be discovered.  Lecoq describes undulation as the
human body’s first form of movement.    Undulation takes its leverage in the
ground and works its way through the whole body until it reaches a top peak,
moving back down again.  Fish are seen undulating, snakes, and babies as they
crawl on all fours.  Throughout this undulation, our body begins to lead with
different portions of our anatomy.  First the chin, then the chest, belly, and knees.
From a technical standpoint, each of these points of articulation can be used to lead
the body through space.  And while technically positioning the body in these
different points, different characters suddenly emerge.  The position of the body not
only emotionally impacts the performer, but also provides the audience with a
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visceral connection automatically evoking certain impressions.  To any point of
articulation there is also a contra point pulling in the opposite direction.  While
placing these contra points within the body, an even different emotional connection
occurs.  This comes from one of Newton’s Laws of Motion: for every action there
is an equal and opposite reaction. Both the points along with their contra points can
be used to compose a story without manipulating an actor’s intention or insertion of
text.
Articulation Story
Credit: Becca Bernard
Have two actors stand on opposite sides of your playing space.  Instruct both actors
to walk towards each other, leading with their chest.  When the two actors meet in
the center, instruct one of the actors to pull this articulation in the opposite
direction: using the contra movement of the chest.  Experiment with different
pairings of these points.
Follow-Up:  Ask the audience what they saw.  Most likely they will describe two
characters with an intention and emotion, despite the two actors’ sole focus on the
points of articulation.
Objective:  To observe storytelling through physicality.
Imagery
Another interesting way to create character is by using an inanimate object
as inspiration.  By studying its lines and curves through space, one can determine
its dynamic.  By first (similar to the stick and line research mentioned earlier)
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following the object’s lines in space as the object is held in front of the body, its
movement can be studied and mimicked, and then placed within the body.  By
adopting this object’s dynamic, it transforms to become a part of the actor and then
the character’s dynamic.
Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
Researching the dynamic of a heart-shaped box and a flowerpot.
This dynamic work does not have to be confined to inanimate objects.  An
exploration of the four elements, earth, air, water, and fire can also be great
research for character development.  Mental imagery is a central factor in the
human brain’s cognitive processes (Formisano E, Linden DE, Di Salle F, Trojano
L, Esposito F, Sack AT, Grossi D, Zanella FE, Goebel R 1).  It is through this work
that the image, along the progression of observation, mimicry, and placement
within the body, can create a starting point for character building.  Again, to avoid
the cliché , the more broken down the element can become, the more honest and
three dimensional the character becomes.  By coming up with a process or journey
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the actor can follow, each particular element is broken down.  The more specific
these journeys are the better.
Sample Water Journey
Credit: Jacques Lecoq
Imagine a lake.  The actor becomes the fog lying on top of the lake, cold and dense.
As the sun begins to rise, the fog rises, dissipating into the air, opening and
expanding, getting lighter as it rises higher and higher into the sky. The sun is
shining, yet it begins to move towards sunset.  As the sun descends the actor once
more becomes part of the lake, sinking deeper into the cold freezing and turning to
ice.
Objective:  To understand how an element can be broken down into several
different physical states of being.
After experiencing the water journey it can inform character choices as well
as emotional reactions within a scene.  For instance:  An actor who plays Horatio in
Hamlet has the difficult task of discovering numerous dead bodies in the play’s last
scene.  The actor can choose to use a journey similar to this as his path of reaction.
A structure like this can help him make organic emotional shifts, based on the
physical changes, within a scene that often are impossible to reveal.
These journeys are not limited to the elements.  Different materials, metals,
gases, and the appearance and behavior of animals, all present interesting dynamics
to draw from.  A teacher of mine once said, “There is a reflection of the entire
world in our bodies” (Schuller Interview).  In this sense the entire world can
become our muse, informing and enriching our characters and their stories.
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Energy Levels
Play, access of the body, articulation, character…all of these tools begin to
move towards performance.  However, how much energy is necessary to project all
of these characteristics onto the stage?  By exploring different levels of energy the
actor is acquainting themselves not only with a variety of approaches to sculpt an
arc within a piece, but also an understanding of different styles available for
performance.
Jacques Lecoq, a prominent practitioner in the art of physical theatre, had
his students practice and explore seven levels of tension.  These levels are concrete
and identifiable states moving from the lowest level of energy possible to the
highest level.  Not all of these levels are appropriate and interesting for an audience
to watch in performance, though they are wonderful tools to be aware of while
composing within a scene.  Toby Wilsher refers to using the levels of energy as
“acting by numbers,” creating a useful vocabulary for a director in communicating
with an actor what is necessary, by levels, to support a scene.
Each level is representative of a different meter of tension and energy, not to be
confused with emotion and character.
• First Level or catatonic state.  There is no external movement, but an internal
desire.  The body is extremely relaxed and uncommunicative while focus can
be out.
• Second level also referred to as “California” or “Middle School Dance,” adds
enough tension to the body to be able to stand and move around the space.  The
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hips and shoulders are very relaxed and this level’s lack of directionality
constantly finds itself out of balance.
• Third level also known as the “Economic,” is a level of no conflict.  There is
enough tension in the body to control movement but it remains careful and
restrained.  Moving through space, yet not making decisions.
• Fourth level brings us to a level where enough energy is present to make a
scene interesting onstage.  A state of urgency is reached.  It is as if the actor is
in a jungle, reacting to the sights and sounds around him or her.  Able to move
in oppositional directions, this energy moves forward, up and out and is able to
express enthusiasm for something.
• Fifth level decisions can be made.  Equated to a moment leaning forward out of
balance, the rush of making a decision and waiting to find out the possibilities
to come.  Wilsher describes this level as “Is there a bomb in the room?”
(Wilsher 54).
• Sixth level “there is a bomb in the room!”  As an exercise you can explore this
level by taking your favorite meal.  Come up with three items in the meal.  For
example: pancakes.  Three items in this meal would be pancakes, maple syrup,
and whipped cream.  By adding sound and movement the expression of each
item on this list becomes a heightened state—it is taken to the extreme.  This is
a level six.
• Seventh Level “the Max”, the body holds the utmost amount of tension.   Each
muscle tightens, contracting until the body can no longer move.
44
By investigating different levels of energy the actor becomes equipped with
the information of how to negotiate each level.  This is especially important while
preparing an actor for work with mask because each mask requires a different level
of energy to support it.  Commedia Dell’ Arte, a theatrical style whose characters
live in an extreme world where there is constantly a struggle for survival, requires
an extreme level of energy in body and spirit.  Full expressive masks often do not
have this same requirement.  All masks, however, are larger than life and require an
energy level to match.  As in the character work referenced earlier, “bigger” does
not mean empty.  Here is an exercise to experience the heightened energy level I
am referring to:
Pelvic Walk
Credit: Hajo Schuller
Find a partner.  Determine who is partner A and partner B. A stands behind B and
places their hands firmly on B’s hips. B tries to move through the space as A holds
onto their hips and applies resistance.  It is important that while B moves through
the space they are driving all action with their pelvis and legs and not falling
forward from the torso.  A continues to walk behind B applying resistance.  After B
has reached a specific point, A releases them.  B continues walking around the
space, this time with no resistance.
Objective:  To experience a naturally heightened energy level.
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CHAPTER 4
PERFORMING IN MASK
There is no better way to explore a range of characters than by completely
eradicating the unique facial surface each person has become accustomed to
throughout life.  By removing this façade and placing another upon it, a performer
automatically becomes another character.  This is not magic, but simply the illusion
of the mask.  Through the visual representation of change, actors have the freedom
to explore a range of characters they do not often have the opportunity to play;
characters of a different age and type, beauty or grotesque nature.  By embodying
these characters, actors are encouraged to utilize their body’s extremes while also
learning the energy necessary to project a characterization onstage.  These lessons
all aide in the concrete transformation of an actor.   The stage actor who is more
adept at transformation will be most likely to work time and time again.
One of the most helpful techniques in mask work is learning how to use the
mask itself as a tool.   Each mask, like the inanimate objects we studied in the
previous chapter, has a structure.  This structure can be found by taking an
abstraction of the lines and forces that make up its form.  By mimicking or placing
these lines within your physicality you are creating a dynamic force, of which the
mask has informed you.  This dynamic once again helps you to create an organic
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character and to avoid the cliché.
Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
Studying the dynamic of a Pantalone mask.
Shape and Dramatic Tension
The mask’s structure can also be used as a map to form the actor’s shape.
Though the moment of jeu creates the actual life force of a masked character,
analysis of the mask creates a path from which to embark. This can be done by first
identifying the center of the mask and equating it to the actor’s center.  By
analyzing the lines and curves of the rest of the mask’s features, the mask will tell
an actor how to hold their body.  Rounded eyes signify a rounded upper body,
harsh characteristics a more jolted frame, a crooked nose, a twisted spine.  The
mask of Pantalone, in Commedia Dell’ Arte, has a “nose” that curves downward.
This can be interpreted in the body by bending the knees.  Above the center of the
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mask a line moves straight out from the furrow of its brow.  This line can be used
to direct the articulation of the chest.
It is not enough for this positioning of the body to remain static.  If the
knees are driving the body forward and the chest is also moving forward, the body
will collapse.  But if we are to look at the body in space and allow both of these
lines to continue, we see that the lines intersect, moving out from the center in
opposite directions. It is the force of these lines that when activated allows the body
to maintain balance and remain standing.  Lecoq said, “Motion always originates in
a state of disequilibrium tending towards equilibrium”  (Lecoq, Body 89).  It is this
tension, the drive between two states that makes theatre worth watching.  So in
order to activate shape, two major driving forces need to be identified within a
mask.  Paralleled with the functions of pushing and pulling, these two forces are
necessary in creating an appropriate level of engagement in order for the mask to
live.  If one force is pulling in one direction, another must be pulling in the opposite
direction to maintain balance.  It is this struggle that allows the character to be
propelled into space.  In addition, the actor must always keep in mind the
“vertical.”  This is the force of the body remaining upright against gravity. Without
the driving pelvis, which moves the body forward and vertical (two opposing
forces) the body loses form.
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Photo Credit: Becca Bernard
 Mask of Pantalone
Ways of Process
Different masks, if used as a training process for actors, are helpful for
understanding different acting lessons.  The process that I embarked on as a student
at the Accademia Dell’ Arte was a very disjointed process.  Professional artists,
presenting a situation that could be likened to a double-edged sword, developed the
training program.  I was working with exceptional teachers, but in a loose, or more
bluntly, unorganized format.  My training became a plethora of experiences,
working with different styles of acting and mask forms in a completely arbitrary
order.  While in some ways this pedagogical experience could be considered a
weakness, it did force my ability to adapt to different acting styles and a need to
find the essential in each form.
The work that I did with mask can be categorized in three different ways:
full mask, half mask, and nose.  Each type required similar preparation and training
of the body, but had specific needs for final execution.  While working with full
49
mask my time was divided among three different forms: neutral, larval, and
expressive.  In addition my time with expressive masks was subdivided into three
different styles: Roman Comedy, Contemporary, and Classical.  The half masks I
have worked with are all masks of the Commedia Dell’ Arte, but can be
categorized under two different styles of teaching.  The first, a more historical
approach led by a sixty year old Italian performer, and the second a more modern
approach aimed at actively recreating the characters and essence of commedia.
Lastly I studied clown and experimented with other nose masks.
Full Mask
Work with full mask emphasizes two very important lessons: developing a
strong inner voice and the developing ability to project emotional truth.  Because
an actor performing in full mask does not have access to their mouth they cannot
communicate anything via text.  Therefore each intention must be communicated
through action.  Not only the course of events, but also what a character feels about
the course of events must be communicated.   This communication starts with a
strong internal monologue.  The monologue is an ongoing commentary of what is
occurring within a scene--the more specific this breakdown is, the clearer the story.
It can be separated into a series of realizations, decisions, and actions.
1) I see a sandwich.
2) I realize I am hungry.
50
3) I decide to take it.
4) I take it.
When a character feels something specific about an action, it must be revealed to
the audience.  This usually occurs during a realization or decision moment.  The
character communicates a phrase through breath or gesture, opening their action
directly to the audience.  By looking straight at the audience, the actor is allowing
them to catch a moment of the character’s thought process.  It is a glimpse of the
character’s “wheels turning,” and an articulation of their inner monologue.  This
technique is called “clocking.”
For example: An old woman opens her chicken coop to feed the chickens.  As she
opens the door, a chicken jumps out.  This is a breakdown of the actor’s thought
process:
a) She looks at the chicken that jumped.
b) She looks at the audience, discovering and realizing what has happened.
In this moment her thought process is directly revealed.
c) She makes a decision, still looking at the audience.
d) She turns back to the action.
Through this process the audience creates their own inner monologue to match the
monologue of the characters they are watching.   This means that the audience
member’s own language interprets the character’s thought process.  Everything that
occurs onstage becomes insight to story.  Speed and rhythm become extremely
important in this process, helping the audience to define a character.   With this
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amount of attention and engagement, the actor does not have to exaggerate or
falsify their movements.  By paying specific attention to detail and “being rather
than acting” the truth of the character should be clear (Wilsher 32).  My teacher of
full mask called this process “beaming,” projecting intention and truth straight from
the core (Schuller).
Photos Credit: Becca Bernard
Expressive Masks: Hajo Schuller
Half Mask
A half mask introduces a new element to the work: voice.  Because the
mask covers half of the face, primarily the top half, the mouth is free and able to
speak. This means that in addition to the body, equal importance must be made
placed on creating a voice that is rooted in truth.  Often when an actor begins to
work with a half mask they will choose to speak in a voice extremely high in pitch
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or so low and gravelly it is difficult to support.  These voices can sound cartoon-
like in execution and take away from the story.  On the other hand, actors may also
have difficulty altering their voice from their regular speaking sound.  In this case a
facilitator should yell out, “Is this the voice of the mask?” prompting the actor to
explore more qualities and levels of their voice.  Analysis of the lines and dynamics
present within a mask can help in these discoveries.  A mask similar to the design
of Arlecchino, for instance, has a short straightforward nose.  This structure can
signify a more staccato speech pattern, as opposed to a Capitano mask whose long
lines support a flowing, boastful dialogue.
The half masks of Commedia dell’ Arte create a theatre form that can bring
to light the great trickeries of human kind.  Characters are constantly dealing with
issues of survival, lust, hunger, and money.  In order to support these strong urges
of desire, the actor must play consistently at a six out of the seven levels of tension
physically and emotionally (Schuller Interview).  While being pushed to its
extreme, though commedia is often known as Italian Comedy, its range of emotions
has the potential to fall into tragedy.  Characters are constantly frightened of being
tricked, duped, or starved to death.  The action continually moves from one scene
to the next, from different situations to different states.  This work trains an acute
sense of awareness not only of the body, the fellow actors, and the space, but also
the audience.  The actor learns to see and immediately react, not looking to the
audience for answers, but learning how to feed off of the audience’s given energy.
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While working with the masks of Commedia Dell’ Arte I discovered a
number of different acting lessons.   As the actor’s training undergoes a process,
the mask can become a highlighter for the lessons he or she must learn at different
times.  For instance, when I began mask work I immediately started performing
with a lot of tension in my body.  I was pushing too much, my energy equated to
that of a bull.  I began working with the mask of Arlecchino, a mask whose
dynamic is quick, short and mischievous.  It forced my body to pick itself up off
the floor and internalize a more focused, controlled energy.   To learn the ability of
calm and energy I moved on to the mask of Pantalone.  The slower dynamic and
grounded body allowed me to focus on precision and efficiency, understanding the
internal level of energy and power of stillness.  Next I explored the mask of
Capitano, whose large outstretched lines allowed me to concentrate on extension
and the use of my body’s extremes.  This mask has a sharpness and strength in its
dynamic, teaching a lesson on articulation within these extremes so that they are
clear.  This process is not a structured one that occurs in the same way and order for
each actor.  Each mask has a specific lesson inside of it, but may need to be used at
different times for the actor in order to understand the lessons involved within his
or her training process.  The members of Teatro Punto could often be observed
during breaks conversing heatedly about each individual actor’s place in the
process and how to adapt the exercises to better suit their needs.  This flexibility
and attention helped to create an awareness of this progression.
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It is possible to make an actor aware of this process and what techniques
they personally require in order to progress.  While working with Teatro Punto the
idea of research through performance was heavily instilled.  From the first day on,
questions were asked and discovered by doing.  The first exercise of each
workshop had the simple objective of finding the center of a circle.  Surprisingly, it
took a group of actors several guesses and attempts before finding an answer to this
question.  Eventually, the exact center was determined by measuring the circle’s
diameter.  It took precise actions to meet this objective.  In this same way,
specificity and precision are found to be important within performance. An actor
must actively question and make clear decisions while onstage and in their training
process.  This is difficult to understand in a society where we are often surrounded
by what Carlos calls an “Ok disease.”   This term refers to an apathy and lack of
decision-making that results in a general use of the word “Ok.”  Additionally,
actors learn that if they make a concrete decision, it may not work. To fail, though,
is not a bad thing.  If something or someone fails, or “flops,” the actor must simply
try again, deciding what different action to take.  Through this approach, the actor
becomes aware of his or her ability to refine what is occurring within a scene, and
what techniques they require to obtain that refinement.  The process is considered
just that, a process.  The actor is prepared to learn one thing, fix it, and then
encounter another problem.  Perfection is understood to be an end goal that is
unattainable, yet its objective is to be played.  Layers of training and understanding
are constantly being pulled back.  And with the masks, each individual’s process is
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different.  Though a teacher may lead a student upon a helpful path, it is the
creative challenge of figuring out each new step that is ultimately the most
rewarding.
Nose
The little red nose carries its own wonderful lessons that are too detailed to
explain here.  However, nose masks have an interesting effect on an actor.  As the
smallest mask, they cover the most central feature of the face.  Without lines within
its structure informing the actor how to exaggerate or distort his or her body, it
instead relies solely on the actor’s own physical traits.  Lecoq calls the clown “The
person stripped bare for all to see” (Lecoq, Body 143).  Therefore, in order to
activate the nose mask in clown, the actor must revisit his or her “-isms.”  This
time, instead of eradicating them, he or she exaggerates their form, gradually
developing a personal walk.  This outward work is mirrored psychologically,
exaggerating what may be seen as a “weakness,” finding fragility and truth through
failure.
The other style of nose mask that I worked with was not a round clown
nose, but an angular blue nose with a stylized mustache attached.  Because of its
small size, its structure did not present a framework on which to base the shape of
my physique.  It was more expressive than a clown mask, though, and had a
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particular dynamic to work with.  This dynamic was used to influence and
exaggerate my own shape from the inside out.
Improvising with Mask
It is through improvisation that the inner life of the mask can often be
unlocked.   In the same way that we worked to discover archetypes hidden within a
mask, this method of plunging into the work allowed us to understand the
possibilities of the individual character and how they would react to particular
situations. Because a mask is so dependent on the internal monologue, or
commentary an actor is composing, the actor becomes author of his or her own
“script.”  By exploring and investigating this character and its relationships to
others and space, the actor acquires the knowledge necessary to later construct a
scene.  Though there are several modern playwrights who have experimented with
writing for mask, often the work is devised, written by actors who have researched
the story through improvisation.
But how does one begin this improvisation?  True improvisation is only
helpful when the one practicing the act has a thorough understanding of the craft
and technique required within the form.  Therefore, improvisation can only begin to
complement what will be presented in performance when the actor is
simultaneously learning about the body, its lines, and how a mask operates.  Using
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this framework as a guide, the actor then begins to create something while being
completely in the moment.  This should not be confused with trance work, or
getting “lost” inside the mask.  The mask creates a form for the actors to follow,
one that only works if the actor is still in control.  This means finding a delicate
balance between freeing the imagination, while still continuing to drive whatever is
happening onstage.  Placing specific boundaries on the improvisational process can
help.  A constructive way to do this is by setting strong objectives to be achieved
throughout the improvisation.  These objectives on which the actor can focus can
be story-line objectives, or also technical objectives.  Ironically, the more
boundaries and restrictions that are set physically, the more freedom and creativity
can be found in character choices and emotional impulses.
While improvisation was a huge staple for the pedagogies of almost every
mask workshop I encountered, the process was always orchestrated differently.
What proved most effective was when techniques were learned in the morning and
directly applied within an improvisational setting in the afternoon.  Working with
Teatro Punto, specific rules were learned that must be followed throughout each
improvisation.
Sample Rules:
Credit: Teatro Punto
• You must look where you go, and then look at the audience before you move
anywhere.
*This forces specificity and articulation of movement.
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• Wait three seconds before replying within a scene.
*A rule present in comedy and necessary for the audience to comprehend what is
happening on stage—this three-second delay allows the audience time to see what
is happening, understand, and react.
• Always look at your partner when you are not talking.
*Pass focus to those who have the main course of action so that the audience can
focus on their action.
• Walk lightly on the floor because Carlos’s grandmother is sleeping underneath.
*  This causes the actor’s body to be under control, channeling energy up and out as
opposed to down and lost into the floor.
All of these techniques, while helpful within a scene, are used to occupy a
student’s mind so that they will not impose themselves upon the work.  If a mind is
occupied with technique, mistakes will inevitably occur and a reaction will have to
take place.  This reaction is often incredibly more interesting than something a
student has pre-created.  As a Tibetan Lama once said, “We can’t start beautifully
and perfectly.  Don’t be afraid of being a fool, start as a fool” (Rimpoche).
A tactic was used to enforce this joy of failure.  If an actor did not obey a
certain rule, or failed to do a technique “right,” the audience, who in the training
process comprised of fellow actors, would clap. For instance: an actor enters the
space with a mask.  They begin to move while looking at the ground, forgetting
rule number one of the sample rules listed above: always look at the audience
before you go.  Applause erupts from the room until the character executes a
distinct action to silence it.  This becomes another rule: the applause will not desist
until the actor acknowledges its presence and actively commands it to stop.
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Practice of this tactic not only promotes an awareness of mistakes, but also the
ability to acknowledge their presence and play with the opportunities they create.
If an actor channels a mistake through his or her character, the flub becomes part of
a scene and can be used to enhance whatever is happening.  It is when this occurs
that actors learn that accidents and mistakes can be considered gold while
performing.  This gold can only be used as currency when the actor has developed
an awareness of its opportunities, and an ability to adapt to its changes.  These are
all skills that can best be exercised through the practice of improvisation.
Because of the stylized nature of mask, anything is possible.  Often there is
an absence of scenery, forcing the actors to establish and invent their own
surroundings.  By creating something out of nothing, the actors then have the
liberty to place themselves within a forest, a castle, the oval office…and an
audience grows to love switches in logic.  If a character has efficiently established
its world for the audience and accidentally changes his or her surroundings, the
audience is then invited in on the performer’s joke.  A mistake becomes an actor’s
best friend and an automatic endearment to the audience.  For instance: Arlecchino
is driving his brand new car to the store.  As he is driving, the actor realizes he/she
has completely lifted their steering wheel out of the position known as point fix.
The actor/Arlecchino reacts as if the steering wheel has popped out of place, which
makes the door to the car fall off, and then the seat pop up, and the brake no longer
work.  A slip in technique has suddenly changed the logic of the scene, causing a
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new plot to unfold, and bringing about a sense of camaraderie between performer
and audience.
Improvisation can be used as an exercise in character and scene
development, but it can also play a large role in performance.  When a troupe
performed in the style of Commedia dell’ Arte, their scripts consisted of a list of
each major plot point that needed to be hit throughout the story.  A theme was
divulged and a basic plot structure crafted upon which to hang the performers’
work. Though the scenes and circumstances were rehearsed and worked within the
troupe, there was no formal written “script” including set dialogue. This created
approximately a sixty/forty percent split between what is structurally planned and
what is improvised with the audience and other players in the moment of
performance.  It is necessary, in these particular instances, to define what this
“element” of improvisation means.  It does not mean that part of the play is
unfinished and left to complete with wild abandon by the actors in front of an
audience.   It means that with a performer’s openness and recognition of the
audience, the space, and their fellow players, unexpected moments will occur
within a performance.  This element of improvisation is a response to the moment’s
energy and reactions, and with different audiences and different variables, a
performance will almost certainly be different every night.
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CHAPTER 5
RELATIONSHIP WITH AN AUDIENCE
“By placing oneself at the service of others, one discovers an important
dimension of theatre work.”    
~Jacques Lecoq
It is difficult to find a definition for theatre that does not involve an
audience.  Theatre is what "occurs when one or more persons, isolated in time
and/or space, present themselves to another or others” (Beckerman).  This inclusion
of two elements, audience and performer, satisfies a human need for community.
In theatre, onlookers gather to watch the same thing in a common environment.
This presents an opportunity to be part of a shared experience.  Conversely actors
satisfy another need of humanity; to be watched.  A strong example of this need
can be seen in children as they grow up.  Throughout the developmental process
they are constantly discovering new ways to make themselves interesting to adults,
so that they can be watched.  Audiences remain hungry for this connection that
only live theatre can offer.  And when a relationship is established between the
actor and spectator, this connection grows even stronger (Grotowski 20).  Mask
performance automatically seeks this relationship.  Because of its physical
restrictions, each act must be with and for the audience.
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Technically, a mask must always be turned out towards the audience for it
to read.  If an actor turns his or her back to the viewers the illusion of the mask is
broken and the character disappears.  With the mask facing forward, audience
members have the opportunity to see and connect with the actor’s eyes.  This
connection is necessary in order for life to be brought to the inanimate object.  By
watching the physicality of the actor, and the energy emanating from their eyes, the
mask becomes a character and a living being to which the audience can relate.
Because of this requirement, there is an absence of the 4th wall.  As the performer
looks directly at the audience, a duality occurs.  This duality exists in reference to
the “gaze.”  In theatre, the term “gaze” is used to explain the phenomenon that
arises when a spectator looks upon a performer.  When a fourth wall is present this
gaze remains one-sided, putting the spectator in a position of power.  The
performer is described as “putting her/himself on display,” becoming the object of
the spectator’s consumption (Daly 3).  However, with an absence of the fourth
wall, the gaze is then returned from the performer to the audience member.  This
creates an experience of shared power. By truly looking at the audience, the
performer addresses the audience as individuals, and the actor, in making eye
contact, invites and encourages participation in the same emotions and situations
happening onstage.  This engagement automatically demands a heightened
engagement from the audience, urging them to travel the length of the theatrical
journey with the character instead of just passively observing.  With this
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connection, complicity is developed.  Here is an exercise based on finding this
complicity:
Eye Contact
Credit: Carlos Garcia-Estevez
Hold the mask you will be using in both hands.  Find a point in the center of the
space.  Move to that point.  Moving from the left to the right, make eye contact
with each audience member.  You cannot move from one person to the next until
that person has provided recognition and matched your eye contact.  Once you have
met the eyes of each person, turn your back to the audience.  Place the mask over
your face.  Turn to the audience.  Repeat making eye contact with each audience
member this time with the mask on.  When you have completed this task, turn
around.  Take off the mask.  Turn back to the audience without the mask, and make
eye contact once more with each person.  This last action is allowing you to thank
your audience.
Objective:  To establish connection between performer and audience.  This forces
the actor to truly look at each member of his or her audience and establish a
relationship, or complicity.
What happens, however, once this complicity has been developed?  It is
often easy for an actor to misunderstand their relationship with the audience.  The
actor does not look to the audience to ask them what to do onstage, but to include
them in the theatrical event.  As the actor opens up all of his or her reactions to the
audience, he or she shows them that they are important to the production.  This
encourages audience participation.  It is the actor’s responsibility to maintain this
openness and awareness of the audience’s participation. Katrien, an actor, once said
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“The best poetry, painting, and play writing come in my opinion when there is a big
urgency, a need to tell”  (Van Beurden 1).  Sensitivity must be developed in order
to understand and be aware of these needs that are present in the audience.
Complicity allows the spectator and actor to be in communication throughout a
performance—the next step comes from the actor, who acknowledges and acts on
this communication in the immediacy of performance.  Here is an exercise to
practice this sensitivity and acknowledgement of the audience:
Besos
Credit: Carlos Garcia-Estevez
An actor stands in the middle of a playing space, in front of an audience.  He or she
begins telling a story.  Each time a member of the audience moves, he or she must
acknowledge them by blowing a kiss.  The story must continue throughout this
exercise.
Objective:  To establish an awareness and acknowledgement of the audience’s
reactions while still maintaining a solid storyline.
Mask as Device
There is irony present in mask performance.  As the actor is removed from
the audience not only by the role they are playing, but also the obstruction covering
their facial expressions, their character is then directly exposed to the audience.
The mask serves as a constant reminder that the viewers are in a theatre—creating
no illusion for reality (Smith 2).  This deliberate choice could be compared with a
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theory of performance most well known through the work of Bertolt Brecht.  His
theory of “alienation” aimed at creating a distance between spectators and the
theatrical production they were observing (Brockett 89).  Developing certain
techniques for the actor and devices in which the audience was constantly aware
that they were in a theatre created this distance. In this manner he hoped to
encourage spectators to watch each performance with a critical eye. He directly
opposed certain methods of forcing audience members to have an empathetic
response and lose themselves in the illusions of a play.  Instead he preferred
spectators to see a reflection of reality and not reality itself.  In these productions,
the audience must actively choose whether or not they will participate in the
production.  This theory of alienation is present in mask performance.  The physical
layer of a mask between actor and spectator produces distance.  Upon observation,
the audience member is faced with a tension of opposites: by not seeing the “true”
face of the actor they become closer to the character by having to interpret his or
her thought process.  A mask’s distance from reality also allows participation in the
“game” of performance.  It creates a disguise, disarming audience members and
permitting them to be taken to a place emotionally or imaginatively unexpected.
For the actor, it encourages this same sense of play, triggering a loss of ego yet a
connection to something larger.  Additionally, the physical covering highlights the
fact that something lies underneath. It is my belief that this sparks a curiosity and
quest to find what is hidden, perhaps inciting the desire of audience members to
reach a deeper level within the piece and themselves.
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CONCLUSION
Often there is a desire and a quest within the arts to reveal something larger
than life.  By using different mediums and different disciplines, artists are
constantly striving to find a way to express themselves and communicate ideas.
The senses are used to ignite thought and/or emotion.  “Underground”
communications are tapped into, using image and rhythm to speak as loudly as text
(Daly 242).  Through all of these arrangements and executions of what occurs in
the here and now, artists are trying to connect to another world.  A world that is
universal and poetic.  This connection is not one that just happens.  But through
specificity and clear intention art can become a vehicle to this expression.
As an actor, I remember being completely confused as I was rocked amid a
sea of different methodologies, most of them psychologically based.  No matter
how much analytical work I did prior to performing a scene or monologue, I
continued to be intimidated by the ephemeral quality of acting.  My production as
an artist depended on how focused I was--if I was having a “good” day, and/or if I
was “feeling” it.  I didn’t have the tools necessary to focus myself, to take control
of the story I was presenting.  In my training as an actor I needed something
concrete to ground me, to tackle the ephemeral and rescue myself from my own
head.  Working with masks helped me understand how to think in a concrete
manner that is useful in performance.  Their use became a tool and a standard for
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all acting, even without mask.  By training from the outside in, I could readily
comprehend what specifics were necessary for communication.  Because without
specificity the largest ideas, the most passionate expressions are completely lost.
Using the tools I have discovered through active research in character development
and use of the body, I now feel like I can become my “own cook,” (Van Beurden
Interview) whether it be in composition, performing, or teaching.
For me, the mask served as a detonator for human expression and a trigger
to the imagination.  It became a tool to help me explore what I believe are the two
main purposes of theatre: communication of idea between performer and audience
and incitement of the imagination.  Most of all, it helped me to learn how important
it is to be constantly searching for this tool, a tool that will help infuse creativity
into the artistic process.  Whatever this may be, whether it is a technique of the
body or voice, or use of image; the tool will inevitably change for each individual
artist as they make discoveries along the way.
Why?  Because we are alive!1
                                                 
1 Carlos Garcia-Estevez
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